The treasures of Blythe House
Michael Smith FRCP J R Soc Med 1997;90: [170] [171] [172] Most people who visit Olympia in London are unaware of the treasures that lie hard by. Blythe House is a solid red brick late Victorian building, adjacent to Olympia, which was ceremonially opened by the Prince of Wales in 1895 to house a branch of the General Post Office. Therein the large staff sorted the mail by hand; there is a photograph of a commodious room filled with female sorters seated at their benches.
In the 1 970s the Science Museum of London took possession of the building to house its substantial overflow of articles, and therein from 1977 onwards have come to lie those relics collected assiduously by Henry Wellcome, on permanent loan from the Wellcome Trust. Because Wellcome stipulated on many of the packing cases that they were only to be opened in his presence, and he died in 1936, there has understandably been some delay in the unpacking. This is now well under way, and a patrol through the basement vaults is a Kafkaesque experience as heavy doors, necessitated by the demands of security, are opened and shut to reveal vistas of fascinating relics and artefacts from ages past and from countries afar. HENRY SOLOMON WELLCOME (1853 -1936 How did Wellcome build up the collection? His career has something of the pattern of that of Florence Nightingale (1820-1910), in that each had an early period of active achievement and contact with people, followed by a long reclusive latter part. Having laid the foundations of a thriving pharmaceutical business, initially with Burroughs, Henry Wellcome, who had always been interested in collecting things even while still in America, had gradually amassed a collection of nearly one million objects, or 'curios', as Syrie his wife called them, by the time of his death in 1936; by then there were five times as many objects in the collection as there were in the Louvre.
Although items concerned with the history of medicine and ethnography formed the bulk of the collection, Wellcome became less discriminatory as he got older, and military weapons, musical instruments, instruments of torture and criminal weapons, statuary, models of ships and of engines and mantraps, antique bicycles and Blondin's wheelbarrow, cord and trapeze for crossing Niagara Falls were some of the acquisitions 19 St Clare Road, Colchester C03 3SZ, England contained in the 'relentless flow of crates to London,' as Rhodes James puts it in his biography1. This has caused his trustees problems of storage, and some of the items have necessarily been sold. The collection, probably first thought of as a museum after the Historical Medical Exhibition during the International Medical Congress in London in 1912, was to be for people professionally interested in study, and not for 'stragglers'.
Wellcome's manipulations towards the purchase of his collection show his characteristic attention to detail. He would seldom himself attend auctions or venues containing the things he had set his heart on; nor did he often use professional agents. Rather, he selected buyers from among his own employees, giving them careful instructions as to how to proceed. For instance, he wrote to a friend in America in 1903 as follows:
If you are not too proud, may I suggest that it would be better not to wear fine raiment. I usually put on very plain clothes for such expeditions. A top hat usually excites the cupidity of the dealer, and the higher the hat the higher the price.
On another occasion, when he was anxious to buy some portraits of medical men owned by a Dr Friedlowski of Kreisbach, near Vienna, his agent in Genoa was instructed to go incognito, to sign the letter in German which Wellcome sent him and then get it stamped in Vienna and only then to have it delivered to the doctor. When the anticipated invitation to view the collection was received, the agent was to note carefully the quality of each picture and to fill in a chart provided by Wellcome, giving an assessment of its worth, the asking price and the possible final price. When Wellcome did attend to buying something himself he gave a date of departure from the place earlier than he really purposed, to give time for last-minute negotiations.
Wellcome condoned the diversity of his later purchases by explaining that his mind was like a jig-saw puzzle, and that everything would link up in the end. In fact it did not, and many of the items went uncatalogued, and rare books might even be bought twice (Noel Poynter, Librarian) by oversight. The Library part of the collection was only finally opened in 1946, and many of the other artefacts still remain in crates, now lying in the vaults of the Science Museum where they are currently being unpacked. JOURNAL OF THE ROYAL SOCIETY OF MEDICINE Volume 90 March 1997 MORTARS One item of which Wellcome seemed particularly fond was the mortar. The idea of mortars probably originated from the observation of ancient man that the natural cup-shaped depressions which occurred in rock were handy for grinding grain with a stone2.
It is stated in the Ebers Papyrus (ca. 2500 BC) of acacia, 'Thou shalt rise early and pound it in a stone mortar until thou pulverizeth it'. It was not until the sixteenth century that the spelling of 'mortar' was established; before then 'morter' 'mortyer' 'mortere', and 'mortaer' had all been used at one time or another. Apart from stone, materials used for the fashioning of mortars have been alabaster, brass, bronze, iron, ivory and wood, with the pestles usually of iron and sometimes of lignum vitae. In shape, three parts of a mortar are recognized-base, waist and rim. Much skill might be lavished in the fashioning of mortars and in their decorations: 'what the hand is making the heart is feeling'. The Bedouins had wooden covered mortars to grind coffee and probably medicaments.3
The so-called contusion mortars to pulverize the more intractable materials were covered with a lid of leather, sheepskin or wood to protect the operatives from flying particles. Such contusion mortars would have a heavy pestle, the shaft of which passed through the protective cover and was sometimes suspended from a spring to reduce the weight. By the late 19th century power-driven mills had replaced mortars for these purposes. The Quack Doctor by Thomas Rowlandson, in his Medical Cartoons4, shows a doctor with an evil expression on his face operating a huge pestle and mortar (Figure 1) .
Metal mortars were usually made by bellfounders, and many such give forth a sonorous ring when struck. Bellfounders were important craftsmen in mediaeval England, because bells marked not only the periods of religious observances but also the hours of commerce; a civic ordinance of 1303 stated, 'no fish is to be served after vespers is struck at the church of St Michael at the bridge over the Ouse until Prime is struck at the Great Church of St Peter on the next day'. The heyday of English mortarmakers was in the seventeenth century, but a renowned example of the craft much earlier is held in the Yorkshire Museums. This mortar was cast in 1308 for the Infirmary of St Mary Abbey, York. The waist is incised with the prophecy of Ezekiel and the base bears an inscription of the maker. The mortar was stolen at the time of the dissolution of the monasteries by Henry VIII and was later bought as part of a load of scrap. Luckily its worth was recognized before it could be melted down to make guns6.
APOTHECARIES' SIGNS
Because most of the people in European countries were illiterate until the seventeenth century, it was the custom Figure 1 The Quack Doctor (Rowlandson) before that time for shops and other businesses to indicate the nature of their operations by means of signs and effigies. Thus, apothecaries' jars, paintings of well-known chemists such as Glauber, stuffed crocodiles and alligators, or salamanders (renowned for their resistance to fire), mortars and pill tiles, often of Delft-ware (when not in use for rolling pills), were displayed within or outside the premises. Figure 2 shows such an effigy, one of many held in the Wellcome Collection; the preservation of the pill to go in the mouth is rare. These particular effigies were known as gapers and were especially favoured in Holland7'8.
The wooden carving is of a joker or an idiot, often dressed in cap and bells or in oriental attire, gaping or yawning, with a pill in the mouth. This was the sign of the druggist or apothecary, to indicate that narcotics were sold within, the gaping or yawning indicating a precursor of sleep, and oriental costume referred to the notion that the Far East was the source of herbal medicines.
A PENROSE ARTEFACT
A small but intriguing piece of carved wood resides in Blythe House because it was bequeathed by its carver to University College London, and thence to the Science Museum. Thus it is not strictly a Wellcome treasure. The maker was Lionel Sharples Penrose (1898-1972). Penrose's . . . . . . . . l main claim to recognition resides in his work in genetics, and in particular Down's syndrome. However, his agile mind had many other fields of activity, of which the conundrums of perspective and the quirks of the manipulation of numbers within the rules of mathematics were but two. These interests led him into such diverse fields as music, where he would write out musical palindromes and musical scores which could be read both ways up, chess (where he invented games to lose as well as to win), and graphic art. In the latter sphere his delight in the anomalies of perspective interested the Dutch artist Mautits Cornelis Escher (1898-1972), and fostered much of Escher's work.
Penrose was joined by Roger Lionel, the second of three sons, in fabricating models. They fashioned wooden pieces 4 in long and '/4 in thick which were so notched that, when shaken together in a groove, the separate pieces would remain apart unless two were first locked together. Then, if all the pieces were shaken, the altered tilt of the two locked ones would cause all the remaining pieces to lock together in turn; this self-replication foreshadowing the properties of DNA.
Lionel and Roger fashioned 'impossible figures', where perspective played tricks. Lionel Penrose kept a footoperated saw in his garage where he cut out his blocks of wood, and he would then carry them around in the house, filing away until he had achieved the shape he wanted.
The Penrose artefact in Blythe House is a wooden block hollowed to a bowl-like concavity on upper and lower aspects, the two hollows connected by a narrow channel so positioned that, if a liquid were placed in the upper concavity and the whole block then inverted, the liquid would make its way through the channel and appear in the other concavity rather than pour out, seeming, therefore, to defy gravity. Whether this principle has ever found a use in industry is uncertain but there is a system of water reservoirs in Wales which depends on a similar principle.
